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ABSTRACT: More and more often, students with special needs, such as those
with Autism, are being included into the general education classroom (Harrower
& Dunlap, 2001). The problem to be solved is that often general education
teachers are unaware how to accommodate the needs of students with Autism.
This project deals specifically with general education teachers and how they can
best accommodate students with Autism, specifically focusing on times of
transition. Transition times for students with Autism are especially difficult and
through their frustration they will often showcase "problem behaviors such as
verbal and physical aggression, tantrums, non-compliance and self-injury"
(Banda, Grimmett, & Hart, 2009, pp. 16-17). This project features research
about visual schedules, first-then supports, environmental supports, peer related
supports, timers, prompt, sensory items, task analysis and other related
interventions. These ideas are supported by a literature review, interviews and
information from relevant organizations. The following exploration of these
resources provides teachers with a description of possible strategies to use that
are both research based and that inform instructional practices.
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Effective transition supports for students with Autism in the general education classroom
According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, an average of one in 110
children in the U.S. has Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) (CDCP, 2009). More and more
often, students with special needs, such as those with Autism, are being included into the general
education classroom (Harrower & Dunlap, 2001). While it is important that students with
Autism are in the least restrictive environment, under the Individuals with Disability Education
Act (IDEA), the problem to be solved is that often general education teachers are unaware how
to accommodate the needs of students with Autism. Specifically general education teachers need
information about how they can best accommodate students with Autism, specifically focusing
on times of transition.
Transition times for students with Autism are especially difficult, and through their
frustration, they will often showcase problem behaviors including aggression, verbal and
physical, self-injurious actions or disobedience (Banda, Grimmett, & Hart, 2009). Transition
times, or periods of transition, are generally defined as any moment in the day in which the
student is moving from one activity to another. Common examples include students
transitioning from subject to subject, from an activity inside of the classroom to an activity
outside of the classroom (i.e., art or lunch) or even from home to school or school to home.
Students may even be encountering transition times within one project, such as writing their
name, cutting paper and then gluing. When faced with these difficult transition periods
throughout the day, teachers need a description of possible strategies to use that are both research
based and that inform instructional practices. All strategies in this paper are researched based or
have been obtained from a practitioner in the field of education, but first it is important to
explore the characteristics of Autism and Asperger's Syndrome.
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Characteristics of Autism and Asperger's Syndrome
According to The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, DSM-IV-TR
(American Psychiatric Association, 2000), Autism is often characterized by impairments within
the areas of communication and social interaction as well as restricted, repetitive, or stereotypic
occurrences when considering behavior, interests, and activities (as cited in www.cdc.gov).
Autism is considered a disorder that complicates the normal functioning of the brain (British
Colombia: Ministry of Education, 2000). Many characteristics are associated with Autism, and
no two students with Autism will showcase the same features. Students with Autism have
difficulty processing and utilizing verbal information (Hodgdon, 1995, as cited in Dettmer,
Simpson, Myles & Ganz, 2000). The Autism Society of America's website (www.autismsociety.org) provides numerous traits that students with Autism exhibit:
•

Insistence on sameness; resistance to change

•

Difficulty in expressing needs; using gestures or pointing instead of words

•

Repeating words or phrases in place of normal, responsive language

•

Laughing (and/or crying) for no apparent reason; showing distress for reasons not
apparent to others

•

Preference to being alone; aloof manner

•

Tantrums

•

Difficulty in mixing with others

•

Not wanting to cuddle or be cuddled

•

Little or no eye contact

•

Unresponsive to normal teaching methods

•

Sustained odd play
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•

Spinning objects

•

Obsessive attachment to objects

•

Apparent over-sensitivity or under-sensitivity to pain

•

No real fears of danger

•

Noticeable physical over-activity or extreme under-activity

•

Uneven gross/fine motor skills

•

Non-responsive to verbal cues; acts as if deaf, although hearing tests are in normal range
(2008)
Children with Asperger's Syndrome Disorder (AS) from children with Autism because

children with Asperger's are described as having "severe and sustained impairment in social
interaction, and the development of restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests and
activities that must cause clinically significant impairment in social, occupational or other
important areas of functioning" (American Psychological Association, 1994, as cited in Autism
Society of America, 2008). One major difference between children with Autism and children
with Asperger's is that children with Asperger's do not experience delays in the development of
their thinking (British Colombia: Ministry of Education, 2000).
Visual Schedules
Picture or activity schedules have proven to be very helpful for students with ASD as
many of these students most readily respond to information or directions that are given visually
(Quill, 1995, as cited in Banda et al., 2009). Banda et al. (2009) described an activity schedule
as a "visual support system that combines photographs, images or drawings in a sequential
format to represent a targeted sequence of the student's day" (p. 17). This is crucial for students
with ASD because they have trouble adjusting to change, and schedules created during a school
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day can often alter as the day progresses (Schreibman et al., 2000, as cited in Banda et aI. 2009).
However, depending on the ability of the student, some activity or picture schedules may walk
students through individual activities or small portions of the day (Ganz, 2007). Therefore,
Banda et aI. (2009) included examples of two types of activity schedules; between-activity
schedules and within-activity schedules. The description ofthe two schedule types are just as the
names sound. A between-activity

schedule illustrates the entire day's activities or sections of a

day, while a within-activity schedule displays steps necessary to successfully complete a specific
activity. Regardless of which method is used, the success behind these interventions is that they
provide predictability and give students guidance, which allows them to understand and
transition to their next step.
Placement and presentation of the schedule are important ideas to consider. Some
students use notebooks and Velcro strips with a picture on each page, sentence strips with
sequenced pictures, a notebook with multiple pictures on each page, or even words on a vertical
strip of paper (Banda et al., 2009). Notebooks may be helpful for students who transition out of
the classroom often, but just because they do so does not mean they have to have one. Attaching
a schedule to a desk or placing a notebook in a basket are options for placement, and it is very
important to put the student's name on the desk or basket as well as give students a place to
discard activities after completion (Banda et aI., 2009). When making any choices, it is
important to consider the needs, abilities and activities of the individual student.
When deciding on the basic construct of the activity or picture schedule, it is also
important to consider the development and ability level of the student. Banda et aI. (2009)
described the importance of using pictures that match a student's cognitive abilities. For
example, small objects or actual pictures of the student participating in certain activities would
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be appropriate for students with limited cognitive abilities (Banda et. aI., 2009). Students may
also benefit from photograph schedules including pictures of the actual place they will go or
objects they will use such as the classroom sink or school's playground (Ganz, 2007). However,
students who are higher functioning may be able to have a combination of drawn pictures, words
or pictures obtained from a computer on their activities schedules (Banda et al., 2009). For
students who are higher functioning, a teacher can use labeled pictures which provide reading
opportunities (Banda et aI., 2009), and other students may even be able to create their own
schedule.
Other schedule choices include object schedules, check-off schedules and cross-off
schedules in a folder. Check-off schedules and cross-off schedules are very similar. Students
mark off activities as they go through them instead of having a discard pile for their images
(Ganz, 2007). The object schedules are created by placing manipulatives used to sequentially
represent an activity in a box that is divided up into sections for each step. In the example
provided by Ganz (2007), the student had a race car for play time, a crayon for coloring, and
scissors for art, among other objects. Not only are students able to clearly see the objects, but
they are able to clearly associate the objects with the next step they need to take.
When examining the entire step by step method of implementing an activity schedule,
Banda et aI. (2009) recommended the following steps: 1) Identify problem transition times when
difficult behaviors occur. Figuring out when students are having trouble transitioning will allow
teachers to focus on the problem behaviors students exhibit at that specific time. 2) Collect
baseline data on the problem behaviors that occur including the time, average frequency and
duration. This second step will allow comparisons between behaviors before and after the
implementation of the activity schedule. 3) Choose the schedule type (between activity or within-
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activity schedule). This often depends on what the student has trouble with or how much
information the student can process. 4) Determine the presentation mode (e.g., notebook or
sentence strip). 5) Decide the type of medium to use for the activity schedule, such as pictures,
words or other possible mediums. This depends on the student's abilities. 6) Choose a location
for the schedule (desk, cabinet, etc.). 7) Train the student to use the schedule, which includes
modeling, prompting and praising. 8) Collect data throughout the training and use of the activity
schedule. 9) Add new words or pictures to the schedule.
The tenth step in this process is to fade prompts to ensure that students do not become
dependent on adult assistance. This is an important step for many reasons. First, students will
not always have a paraprofessional

or teacher to prompt them towards their next step. After

teachers see a decrease of the challenging behaviors and begin to observe students transitioning
more easily, they should attempt to use less one-on-one prompting, both physical and verbal. If
students are not responding to the general classroom prompts, then it is important to provide an
individual prompt to the target student. Another reason to attempt to decrease prompts is that
when students can complete the schedule without outside assistance, two more tests can be
attempted (Stromer, Kimball, Kinney & Taylor, 2006). One test is a rearrangement to determine
if students will follow the schedule after the order of the activities has been changed. Secondly,
schedules can be changed to include different activities that are still familiar to students (Stromer
et aI., 2006). Perhaps a teacher may start by rearranging an order of activities that are deemed
more favorable by the student, but that the student can still perform without supervision or
prompting. A teacher could also attempt to rearrange activities that the child does every day,
without prompting, to see if the pictures and schedule guide the student. Also, when a teacher
wants to include new pictures and activities, it should probably be done first with similar
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activities (i.e., read book changes to book on tape). As stated earlier, Stromer et al, (2006)
changed the activities but replaced them with similar activities which were familiar to the
student. Regardless of a new order, or new, but similar activities, researchers found that the
schedule along with the featured medium acted as cues and were the source of the students'
success (Stromer et al. 2006).
Some students may become successful with a schedule, but perhaps they still need
prompting and assistance.

Often times there will be a change in schedule before a student is

using their visual schedule on their own. A technique that teachers can use is to write "oops" on
the schedule or cover the usual activity up in some manner. Writing "oops" or placing an "oops"
sticker over the usual activity and placing the new activity for the day on the schedule allows the
student to realize the change in the usual routine. This greatly helps a student with Autism who
by nature resists change, by alerting himlher prior to the event that a change is going to occur.
(Technique from Strouss, E, personal communication, March 4, 2010)
Students may also use other more high-tech devices to access their schedules. Some
students, usually older students who have become more independent, have used personal data
assistants (PDAs) to organize their scheduling (Ganz, 2007). Also, computers have been
successful as a mode to deliver schedules to students with Autism (Stromer et al., 2006). After
teachers model the use of the computer, students can practice accessing the computer and
eventually do so independently.

In one case, Kalaigan, Kinney, Taylor, Stromer and Spinnato

(2002) taught a six year old girl, Emma, to use the computers in her classroom to gain access to
her schedule (as cited in Stromer et aI., 2006). Emma was greeted with the message "Time for
your activity schedule" which prompted her to click on the digital page-turning button (Stromer
et al., 2006). Emma was then able to hear and see directions instructing her to engage in an
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activity. A timer began and announced "Emma, time to clean up" which prompted her to clean
up and then return to the computer to see her next step (Stromer et aI., 2006). Students were
often transferred back to low-tech schedules, such as notebooks, to maintain their freedom and
independence, however, researchers believed that the use of this high-tech device allowed for
this smooth transition because it developed students skills as a whole (Stromer et aI., 2006).
Teaching Emma the process of using the digital schedule allowed her to preserve her abilities
even when responding to other media (i.e., notebooks) as well as responding to new unfamiliar
cues (Stromer et aI., 2006).
A very important component of schedules is break times. Students with ASD need
breaks throughout their schedule to ensure that sensory needs are being met and they are not
becoming overwhelmed.

Breaks should be scheduled after difficult or time demanding activities.

These breaks are helpful because they provide the student a balance and can help them progress
through a non-preferred or demanding activity to then get to their break (Schopler & Mesibov,
1994). Schedules in general help students know when desired or preferred tasks are going to
occur and allow students power and control over their lives (Schopler & Mesibov, 1994). This
control often helps students progress through their day and provide a sense of empowerment over
their learning.
First-Then Supports
First-Then boards are another visual support that can be used for transitioning.

A First-

Then board helps encourage students to complete a non-preferred activity, followed by a
preferred activity. In the "first" box, a teacher or paraprofessional places an activity that students
dislike or struggle with and they follow it with a preferred activity in the "then" box. Perhaps a
student dislikes math but really enjoys playing with blocks. The teacher could place a picture
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and accompanying word on the "first" box that says math and a picture with accompanying word
blocks in the "then" box. The support provider would then verbally say something such as,
"First math, then blocks" and point to the pictures to accompany the verbal prompt. First-Then
supports are only effective when a non-preferred activity is followed by a preferred activity
because two non-preferred activities will not provide rewarding motivation to encourage the
student to complete the non-desired task. (Technique from Strouss, E, personal communication,
March 4,2010).
Environmental & Peer-Related Interventions
Cale, Carr, Blakely-Smith and Owen-DeSchryver (2009) tested students diagnosed with
Autism and found various effective interventions.

Darrell was an eight year old boy in a general

education classroom who had difficultly transitioning out of the classroom. Most specifically,
the teacher stated that Darrell exhibited problem behaviors such as self-injury or yelling when
asked to transition from his classroom to the occupational therapy (OT) room (Cale et al., 2009).
Within this OT session he was required to complete a variety of difficult fine motor writing
tasks. Darrell was provided with a visual printed schedule along with two other interventions.
Darrell began to have his OT sessions in a nearby hallway, and he was also allowed to have
peers of his choice accompany him to his session. Prior to these interventions, Darrell had not
even been attending his OT sessions because of the problem behavior he was exhibiting when
attempting to transition to his OT sessions. Researchers began by allowing Darrell to choose two
classmates to escort him to his session, and as his behavior improved, they lowered it to one
peer, and finally Darrell went by himself. As these supports were implemented, Darrell
maintained his behavior improvement even as the preferred peers were removed. The next step
was to readjust Darrell's environment.

Darrell was moved slightly farther away from the
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classroom and hallway, into an empty classroom. Finally, Darrell's OT sessions returned to the
therapy room which was located in a room far away from his classroom (Cale et aI., 2009).
Three supports were used in this situation--- visual schedule, peer assistance and altering the
environment--- and the combination of these interventions eased Darrell into transitioning into
his appropriate routine.
Once Darrell was successfully transitioning out of the classroom and into his therapy
sessions, the teacher and researchers needed to effectively transition him back into the classroom
and into ongoing activities. According to Schmit, Alper, Raschke & Ryndak (2000), "children
with Autism have been found to respond negatively when asked to engage in an activity that is
already in progress" (as cited in Cale et aI., 2009, p. 715). However, Mace, Sharpiro, & Mace
(1998) and Tustin (1995) found a prompt that reengaged students when reentering the classroom
and therefore helped to improve students' behavior (as cited in Cale et aI., 2009). Based on this
concept, researchers developed a "What did I miss?" cue card to help students transition back
into a classroom (Cale et aI., 2009). Cale et al. (2009) found that after teaching students that this
visual cue was a prompt to approach the teacher and find out what they need to be doing or what
they need to make up, students with Autism were able to reassert themselves back into the
classroom. The first uses of this prompt required verbal prompts, modeling and verbal feedback,
but eventually students were able to understand the meaning of this visual cue and act upon
receiving it.
Termination of a Preferred Activity
Another investigation performed by Cale et al. (2009) involved three students with
Autism who were having difficultly terminating a preferred activity to move onto the next, nonpreferred, activity. All three students engaged in different preferred activities, however, their
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problem behavior was very similar when asked to end their preferred activity. Students
screamed, threw tantrums, and even displayed aggressive behaviors.

In order to transition

students from a preferred activity to the non-preferred activity, researchers trained
paraprofessionals

and a special education consultant (intervention agents) to use countdown

cards as an intervention.

Flannery & Homer (1994) stated that "providing signaled (i.e.

predictable) events may prevent the occurrence of problem behavior" (as cited in Cale et al.,
2009, p. 723). This support system was issued after the teacher stated that the class needed to
stop what they were doing to go on to the next activity. After this statement, the intervention
agents began to show the numbers and verbally count down, (5, 4, 3, 2, 1). The results showed
that 90% of the time, students terminated their activity, moved towards the next activity, sat
down at the location of the next activity and engaged in the activity for at least three minutes
(Cale et aI., 2009).
Timers
Other interventions that are similar to this countdown are visual timers and red, yellow,
green timers. Visual timers are timers that indicate the time remaining and decrease as time
counts down. These are helpful because students with Autism can visually understand how
much time they have left and when used frequently, help the student clean up and transition on
their own. Also, a less restrictive form ofthe visual timer is a timer with an arrow that points to
a red, yellow or green section. The green section represents the student's time to work freely,
yellow indicates that they need to finish up their activity, and red means stop. Both of these
timers can be used for academic activities or recess/free-choice activities. (Technique from
Strouss, E., personal communication, March 4, 2010)
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Prompts
Several prompts can be used to help students transition. Sainato, Strain, Lefebvre and
Rapp (1987) used a combination of verbal and physical prompts to guide their students with
Autism. Verbal prompts consisted of a teacher or paraprofessional giving a simple direction of
where to go or what to do. Physical prompts can be something as simple as placing a hand on
the child's back to direct them or actually taking them by the hand and guiding them to their
destination. Another guiding support used by these researchers was having a teacher block the
student or prevent them from going somewhere undesirable; this is called a proximity prompt.
This prompt can also be done with bookshelves or other classroom structuring techniques
(Technique from Houck, B., personal communication, March 16,2010).
Audio prompts can also be used. Sainato et al. (1987) used bell prompts to transition
students. Research also supports using music as an audio prompt. Kern, Wolery, and Aldridge
(2006) discovered that using music helped students transition into the classroom and begin their
morning routine. In their study, a music therapist identified songs, based on the target students'
personalities, and trained teachers successfully to implement this strategy with their students.
This study supported other studies (Kemmis & Dunn, 1996; Venn et aI., 1993) demonstrating the
abilities oftrained staffto successfully intertwine learned supports into their everyday activities
and routines (Kern et aI., 2006). During this morning routine, students were also expected to
greet a teacher or classmate, which also aided in getting target students to communicate with
others. Despite the success of these interventions, often times using these prompts, along with a
major visual support will be most effective as students with Autism most readily respond to
information or directions that are given visually (Quill, 1995, as cited in Banda et aI., 2009).
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Sensory and Transition Items
Sensory integration, according to Myers, Johnson and the Council on Children with
Disabilities (2007), is the use of objects to "remediate deficits in neurologic processing and
integration of sensory information to allow the child to interact with the environment in a more
adaptive fashion" (p. 1166). This therapy is important for students with ASD, as well as other
disorders, because "unusual sensory responses are common in children with ASDs" (Myers et
aI., 2007, p. 1166). Each student likes and dislikes certain sensory stimuli. The British
Colombia Ministry of Education (2000) supplied lists regarding different kinds of stimuli related
to hearing, seeing, tasting, smelling, touching and moving. It is important to decide if some of
these stimuli come on too strong or too weak for students with ASDs. For example, the
American Occupational Therapy Association (2009) documented that students may be overcome
by bright lights, strong smells, or touching strange textures. However, some students may like
the sticky feeling of silly putty or enjoy a salty treat (Technique from Strouss, E., personal
communication, March 4,2010).
Students with Autism may detest the warmth or pressure from a hug but enjoy massages
or pressure on them equating to 10 percent of their body weight (Hofinann, 2009; Technique
from Strouss, E., personal communication, March 4, 2010). The important factor to consider is
what kind of conditions the student is going to encounter when they transition to the next room
or activity. Perhaps if student is going into a loud area and dislikes loud areas, they could have
headphones to cover their ears. Ifthe student is going to an area where all oftheir classmates are
going to sit together, and the student dislikes people too close, they can sit in a chair or on a rug
that outlines their personal space. If their negative sensory experiences can be counteracted with
positive ones, hopefully, the transition process can be less stressful. Sensory integration is

14
important because students with Autism can be calmed and helped with transitions with their
sensory needs are met (Myers et aI., 2007).
Occupying or prompting items can be used to transition students as well. Perhaps as a
student walks in the hallway, it is helpful to hold something such as a ball or book (Technique
from Strouss, E., personal communication, March 4,2010).

That item can prompt the student to

where he or she should be going; for example, if the child is handed a book, he or she will
understand that the class is heading to the library (The British Colombia: Ministry of Education,
2000). The American Occupational Therapy Association (2009) also stated that actions or items
can be used to refocus and help students set the context for transition between events. Examples
such as being the line leader, turning off the lights on the way out of the classroom, or holding
the door provide students with a focusing task that ease the transition and engage them with a
task that is helpful to the rest of the class.
Social Stories
Training students to use support systems and activity schedules may seem like a difficult
task without direction. However, social stories can be used to "rehearse and familiarize the
student with concepts, schedules and activities" and early studies indicate their effectiveness in
defining appropriate behavior (American Occupational Therapy Association, 2009; Reynhout &
Carter, 2006 as cited in American Occupational Therapy Association, 2009, p. 1). A social story
is defined as "a description of a social situation that includes the social cues and appropriate
responses, and that is written for a specific situation for the individual student" (The British
Colombia: Ministry of Education, 2000, p. 46). Stories can be written by teachers, family
members or others providing support and should focus on the situation through the eyes of the

References
American Occupational Therapy Association. (2009). Help students with autism achieve greater
success in academic performance and social participation. Retrieved March 25,2010
from http://www.aota.org
Autism Society of America. (2008). Characteristics of autism. Retrieved January 27,2010 from
http://www.autism-society.org.
Banda, D. R., Grimmett, E., & Hart, S. L. (2009). Activity schedules: Helping students with
autism spectrum disorders in general education classrooms manage transition issues.
TEACHING Exceptional Children, 41(4), 16-21.
British Columbia Ministry of Education: Special Programs Branch. (2000). Teaching students
with autism: A resource guide for schools. Retrieved March 25,2010 from
http://www.gov.bc.calbced/index.html
Cale, S. I., Carr, E. G., Blakeley-Smith, A., & Owen-DeSchryver, J. S. (2009). Context-based
assessment and intervention for problem behavior in children with autism spectrum
disorder. Behavior Modification, 33(6), 707-742.
Center for Disease Control and Prevention. (2009). Autism spectrum disorders. Retrieved
January 27, 2010 from http://www.cdc.gov
Crozier, S. & Tincani, M. (2007). Effects of social stories on prosocial behavior of preschool
children with autism spectrum disorders. Journal of Autism & Developmental
Disorders 37(9), 1803-1814.
Dettmer, S., Simpson, R. L., Myles, B. S., & Ganz, J. (2000). The use of visual supports to
facilitate transitions of students with autism. Focus on Autism and Other
Developmental Disabilities, 15(3), 163-169.
Ganz, J. (2007). Classroom structuring methods and strategies for children and youth with autism
spectrum disorders. Exceptionality, 15(4),249-260.
Harrower, J., & Dunlap, G. (2001). Including children with autism in general education
classrooms: A review of effective strategies. Behavior Modification, 25(5), 762-784.
Hofmann, A. O. (2009). Supporting parents of children with autism: The role of occupational
therapy. Retrieved March 25,2010 from http://www.aota.org
Kern, P., Wolery, M. & Aldridge, D. (2007) Use of songs to promote independence in morning
greeting routines for young children with autism. Journal of Autism & Developmental
Disorders 37(7), 1264-1271.

Myers, S. M., Johnson, C. P., & the Council on Children With Disabilities. (2007). Management
of children with autism spectrum disorders. Pediatrics, 120(5), 1162-1182.
Sainato, D. M., Strain, P. S., Lefebvre, D., & Rapp, N. (1987). Facilitating transition times with
handicapped preschool children: A comparison between peer-mediated and antecedent
prompt procedures. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 20(3),285-291.
Schopler, E. & Mesibov, G. B. (1994). Behavioral issues in autism. New York, NY: Plenum
Press.
Stromer, R., Kimball, J. W., Kinney, E. M., & Taylor, B. A. (2006). Activity schedules,
computer technology, and teaching children with autism spectrum disorders. Focus on
Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 21(1), 14-24.

